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THE LEGEND AT LINCOLN: AN HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE OF
LAVERNE LESSOR

TIMOTHY J. FRIESS

SUMMER, 1996
FORT HAYS STATE UNIVERSITY
DR. ALLAN MILLER

CHAPTER II:

INTERVIEW WITH LAVERNE LESSOR

Laverne Lessor's professional career was the epitome of longevity,
duration, class and respect, and set the standard by which other
administrators were judged.

Lessor's dedication to his profession was

unmatched by anyone but was respected by everyone.
five decades and over forty years.

His career spanned

He proved that a genuine concern for

students, a positive attitude, and a true passion for education were a few
of the necessary ingredients to be successful in the educational field.
Lessor talked about his career and the influence that he had on others, and
the influence that others had on his career.
Lessor graduated from Trego Community High School in Wakeeney, Kansas
in May of 1952. He was named to the National Honor Society and National
Athletic Scholarship Society and graduated in the upper ten percent of his
class in 1952.

Lessor was the Treasurer of his senior class and was an

active participant on the track team, establishing several records in
distance running.
After completion of high school in 1952, Lessor enrolled at Fort Hays
State University in the fall of 1952.

He attended Fort Hays State from the

fall of 1952 until his graduation with honors in May of 1956.

He received

his A.B. degree in Biology with teaching concentration in Social Science.
Lessor was named to the Dean's Honor Roll every semester that he
attended Fort Hays State University.

Lessor participated in Track at Fort
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Hays State and was the conference champion in the two-mile run for two
years and was the runner-up in the two-mile run one year.
Lessor enrolled in his secondary teaching block during the fall semester of
1955.

He did his student teaching at Plainville High School, teaching

Science, American History, and Constitution.
After graduation from Fort Hays State in 1956, Lessor spent the summer
of 1956 working on his uncle's farm.

He spent most of his summers

working on the farm to make money to go back to school.

Lessor had

earned an athletic scholarship to Fort Hays State but it did not cover all
of his expenses. While plowing the field on his tractor one day in early
August, Lessor told of a big, shiny car at the end of the field.
stopped the tractor when a man was waving at him.

Lessor

The man walked

through the dusty field to talk to Lessor about hiring him as a teacher at
his school.

The man was the Superintendent of Schools at Spearville,

Kansas and told Lessor that he knew Lessor's faith and that their school
was looking for a teacher for the coming school year. The school was a
public school but had been taught by four nuns in previous years.

They only

had three nuns for the following year and needed to hire a lay teacher. The
superintendent asked Lessor if he would come to Spearville and talk to
him about the job on the following Saturday.

Lessor went and agreed to

take the job in Spearville for a $3,600 contract.

He often told people that

he was actually hired for his first job in the middle of a plowed field.
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Lessor began his teaching career in a combination room of fifth and sixth
graders.
room.

His first day at the school he was met by 39 students in the

He had 21 sixth graders and 18 fifth graders in the room for the

entire year.

Lessor started teaching with a one-year provisional

elementary certificate because he had graduated from college with a
secondary certificate but not an elementary certificate.

In the summer of

1957, Lessor went back to Fort Hays State University to work on his
elementary certificate.

He obtained the Dean's permission to take 10

hours of course work in elementary methods and procedures to achieve his
certification in the summer of 1957.
During his course work in the summer of 1957, Lessor met Leo Lake, who
was a teacher in Great Bend, Kansas and was going to be the Principal of
Morrison School in the fall of 1957.

Lake talked to Lessor about the need

for men in the elementary schools of Great Bend.

He told Lessor to

contact him in the spring of 1958 and he would arrange for Lessor to have
an interview in Great Bend that spring.
Lessor went back to Spearville to teach in the fall of 1957 and had a class
of 35 students in his combination room of fifth and sixth graders,
including the same 18 students that he had taught the previous year as
fifth graders.

His contract for the second year was $3,700.

In the spring

of 1958, Lessor interviewed with the Superintendent of Schools in Great
Bend, D. V. Schwartz , and Mike Biggs, who was an elementary principal in
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Great Bend, on a Saturday and they told him that they would contact him
on that following Monday.

Schwartz called Lessor on that next Monday and

told him that a contract was being sent to hire Lessor as an elementary
teacher in Great Bend for the fall of 1958.
Lessor accepted the contract and started in the fall of 1958 as a sixth
grade teacher at Park Elementary School in Great Bend.
School for two years in the sixth grade room.

He taught at Park

In the summer of 1959,

Lessor started back to Fort Hays State to work on his Master's degree.

Leo

Lake encouraged Lessor to get his administrator's certificate because
there was going to be some retirements in the administrative positions in
Great Bend and Lessor needed to be ready for any changes that would
occur.

He went to summer school in 1959 and 1960 to obtain his Master's

degree in Administration.
After two years at Park School, D. V. Schwartz called Lessor to his office
and offered him the position of principal at Lincoln Elementary School in
Great Bend.

Lessor accepted the position and became the principal at

Lincoln in the fall of 1960.

He obtained a provisional administrator's

certificate for the first year and then was granted his Master's degree in
Administration in 1961.

Lessor was the first principal at Lincoln School,

which opened in 1958. The first year that Lincoln was open they had
classes for Kindergarten and 1st grade.
grade classes were added.

In the second year at Lincoln, 2nd

A head teacher was at Lincoln and a principal
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from another elementary school in Great Bend would check on them from
time to time.

Lessor was hired at Lincoln as the first principal in 1960.

He was a full-time classroom teacher and principal at Lincoln.

He often

joked that Lincoln was "six classrooms and a boiler room" when he first
started there.

There was no office in the building.

Lessor was a full-time

teacher so whenever there was a principal's meeting he would have to
have a substitute for his classes. He talked about spending all day
teaching and doing his administrative work at night or on weekends
because "surely there was some things that I had to do."
During Lessor's career as an educator, he saw many changes in education.
One of the biggest changes that he talked about was the curriculum and
the way it was taught when he first started out and the way it evolved
with specialists and other programs to help students to learn.

Lessor

talked about starting out as the only person that taught the students
during the day.

He was their art, music, physical education, math, science,

history, and English teacher.

The students that had learning problems or

had other difficulties had no other person or resource to turn to for help.
Lessor had no other programs to help with special needs and he discussed
the changes that occurred with the addition of special teachers, special
programs and the added attention that students

received to meet their

needs.
Special education programs enhanced the ability for teachers to meet the
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specific needs of students with learning problems and this greatly
changed the way that education was able to help all students.

Lessor also

talked about the many programs that were mandated by the state that
were not in effect when he first started teaching.

He taught reading,

writing, math, art, music, and science when he started out but mandates
from the state increased the curriculum to include sex, drug, and AIDS
education among other areas that increased the work load for teachers.
Lessor stated that programs were put in place to try to reach all students
but there were still students that the school could not reach.
When Lessor started as the principal at Lincoln in 1960, there were around
130 students enrolled but that number jumped to around 280 the next year
because of the rapid growth in the Lincoln area of Great Bend. Out of
these students, very few were from families that did not have a mother
and a father in the home.

Later, as the number of students increased, the

number of students that lived in broken or altered homes increased,
causing an increase in the number of children that were labeled as at-risk
students.

These students seemed to need special attention, more

supervision, and more programs that could meet their needs.

Lessor said

that although Lincoln had a relatively low number of altered families as
compared to other schools in Great Bend, the number of families increased
from just a few in the early 1960's to around 20-30% of the students
were from altered homes in the 80's and early 90's.

These numbers meant
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that teachers, staff, and Lessor himself, had to do more than just teach
the basics of reading, writing, and arithmetic, but they had to deal with
the problems that were not being dealt with at home by parents . More
altered families meant an increase in emotional problems for students,
lower socioeconomic status which meant students had less financial
support from home, and the factor of altered families also meant that
students did not get the academic help at home that a structured family
setting would provide.
When Lessor first started at Lincoln School, Great Bend had a strong oil
industry.

The students that were at Lincoln came from strong family

backgrounds.

Many of the fathers were engineers, geologists, and

businessmen in the town.

When the oil industry slowed down, the class of

people that the schools served changed from a high level of income to a
much lower level of income per family.

The schools had standards that

families had to meet to qualify for free or reduced lunches.

The number of

families that qualified for this program increased greatly with the change
in the local economy.

Students from these low-income families were

labeled as at-risk students for possible dropout status.

Lessor said that

when the schools would disaggregate the scores, it was proven that
students that came from lower-income families scored lower on tests
than students that came from higher-income families.

Many programs

were implemented to help meet the needs of the at-risk students.

Among
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these programs were the hot lunch program that was implemented in Great
Bend in the early 1970's, and the breakfast program, which provided a
source of nutrition for students before the school day began , which was
introduced to Great Bend in the early 1990's.

Programs that addressed

such problems as learning disabilities, behavioral disorders, physical and
emotional needs, and educational needs were implemented at Lincoln to
help students to receive help that they were not getting at home. These
were concerns that Lessor stated needed to be addressed and he took steps
to address them in positive ways for the benefit of the students.
Lessor was asked the question "How has education changed since the
inception of QPA in the state of Kansas?" Quality Performance
Accreditation forced Lessor to adjust the way that he operated at Lincoln
in the past.

He was always the authority figure and the person that made

all of the final decisions, but with the inception of QPA he delegated some
decisions to the school-improvement team, the site council, and his staff.
QPA gave Lessor a chance to empower his teachers to do more and this
enabled him to do other administrative work during his work day.

QPA

caused Lessor to adjust from his position of being the only one
responsible for decisions to allowing others to help in the decisionmaking process, and gave others a chance to provide input into the
direction that Lincoln School was headed.

While this was an adjustment

for Lessor, it was also very rewarding to him when Lincoln School
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received it's accreditation from the state in April of 1996.

This

accreditation came as the result of the hard work and dedication that
Lessor and his staff showed over a four year implementation plan.

The

leadership that Lessor provided during the process was vital to the
success of the plan. The adjustments that Lessor made in his own career
resulted in the successful rewards that Lincoln School achieved in the
process.
Lessor was an important member of the curriculum committees in Great
Bend and helped to align the curriculum areas that were to be taught and
tested.

He was a leader of the math curriculum committee that

implemented specific goals and prescribed skills that students should
master in order to be promoted to the next grade.

Great Bend went through

a total realignment of the curriculum areas and Lessor said that one of the
first items that the district addressed was what did the district want
their students to know and what did the schools need to cover. After the
district figured out what they wanted the students to know and what they
were going to teach, the next phase was to teach the skills and then test
the students on their mastery of those skills.

Lessor said that outcomes-

based education was the right way to go in education.

Education was

geared toward the student's mastery of the prescribed skills and this
enabled the district to test those skills with criterion-referenced tests.
The concept of testing specific mastery of skills allowed the schools to
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introduce remedial programs that helped to achieve the goals that were
set by the district.

Those students that did not master certain goals were

given individual attention to master those problem areas.

This

included

enrolling the student in summer school so that they could get the help
necessary to achieve the standards that were set by the district.
When Lessor started teaching in Great Bend, they used norm-referenced
tests that were standardized nationally.

These tests were such

standardized tests as the California standardized test, the Iowa test of
basic skills, and the SRA tests.

Lessor said that these tests and the

subsequent results from the tests were never used very effectively by the
district.

They were not given much thought other than the students did

the test and the results were looked at by teachers and administrators but
no action was taken on those results.

Later in his career, the district

started to study the test results and tried to correct those areas of
concern that were not what the district felt that they should be.

He noted

that even though the district went to criterion-referenced tests, they
still administered comprehensive tests of basic skills to grades 2,4, and
6.

The results were looked at more carefully and studied along with the

student's mastery of the required skills in the district.
One of the factors that affected education at the end of Lessor's career
was accountability.

The public demanded that educators provide a quality

education for their children and this put more stress on the educational
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system to provide that education.

Teachers and administrators had to be

more aware of the product that was being produced and given to the
student.

Education was an expensive investment for parents, schools, and

taxpayers so they demanded more from the educational system.

This

demand for more and the cost to produce more added stress to the job that
teachers and administrators had to perform daily.

Lessor cited economic

decline as another reason for the increased pressure on school systems.
Even though the economic standard was low, the demand for and the cost
of a top quality education was still high so this added to the pressure on
schools.
Lessor said that education had become more expensive but that education
and the student's achievements were the best investment that could be
made, and that schools needed to educate their children to their maximum
level and to the level that the student was capable of achieving or the
schools and society would pay for it in the end.

Lessor had seen finance

change dramatically in his career and was sure that it would change more
in the future.

Schools were held accountable for providing a quality

education to all students regardless of their academic shortcomings and
with the increase in programs for special needs came an increase in
dollars necessary to fund those programs.

Therefore, the taxpayers

wanted to make sure that their money was being spent on quality
educational programs and they made sure that teachers and administrators
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provided that quality.

The accreditation process also added to the

accountability factor.

With school improvement plans being implemented,

site councils and school districts were putting pressure on the schools to
provide quality and to show the work that had been done to achieve that
quality.
Lessor's role in the

educational process changed drastically from the

beginning to the end of his career.

When he started out as the principal at

Lincoln he was primarily a discipline manager and manager of the
expenditures for the school.

Originally, the central office was in control

of the money but Great Bend went to a site-based management and this put
Lessor in charge of the money and budget for Lincoln School. The arrival
of the school improvement process forced Lessor to take on more of a role
of team leader and instructional leader, and forced him to spend more
time in the classrooms as supervisor of instruction and an evaluator of
personnel. This change meant that Lessor had to get trained in the
evaluation of personnel and also meant that he spent many hours in the
classroom supervising the process of instruction.

This process was

handled more by the central administration until the advent of site-based
management and this put the responsibility for all aspects of instruction,
finance, management, discipline and curriculum on the shoulders of the
principal.
The school improvement process also meant that Lessor had to become
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more involved in public relations of the school.

Lessor said that any time

that the parents became involved in the school functions then the students
showed more success in their work.

The process was successful for

Lincoln School because Lessor spent many hours getting the parents to
become involved in their children's education.

He was able to implement a

strong parent-teacher's association and get the parents to take an active
role in the school leading to more success for the students.
Lessor talked about the fact that he felt that education was headed in the
right direction from his beginning years to his final years.

He said that

teachers were more educated than when he first started out and that
districts placed an emphasis on training teachers to be more effective in
their profession.

He felt that teachers that received their college degrees

were just starting out on their training to become teachers and that
districts were demanding that teachers continue to grow in their
profession.
Forty years in one position did not change the positive outlook that Lessor
brought to the job every day.

He enjoyed seeing the success of the

students and teachers, and he always had an open door for parents,
teachers, students, and anyone that needed to talk.

He could not always

answer or solve their problems but he could and did always listen to them.
Although he sometimes questioned what was being done in education,
Lessor never stopped being a professional educator that did his job to the

_____.

.._____.

-

_________.

--
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best of his ability.

He felt that his responsibility was to be a positive

influence on the students and parents that were at his school.

Forty years

had zapped some of his vitality and enthusiasm, but it failed to take away
his faith and belief that he made a difference in the student's lives.

He

had many great moments in education and had some frustrations in
education but the positive experiences out-numbered the negative
experiences 99-1 .
Lessor offered some advice to young administrators that were in
education.

This advice was that if they enjoyed working with children and

being in the public eye then they would get a tremendous satisfaction
from being an administrator.

Lessor said that there was not anything

greater than to have a student that came up to him and gave him a hug for
something that he had done for that student.

He gained a tremendous

amount of self-satisfaction and reward from being a school administrator.
Lessor had the opportunity to work with from 70-80 second generation
families.

He had taught the parents at Lincoln and had the children in

school as well.

He thought that it was great to talk to the parents about

their views of education when they were in school and how it compared to
their child's education at Lincoln.
Lessor took his responsibility in education very seriously.

He also felt

that it was always important for him to get away from the job at times
and spend time with his family.

He spent a great deal of time involved
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in community activities, church activities, and family activities that
allowed him to keep a balance between his job and his family.

Lessor

gained great satisfaction from seeing his own children go through the
public school system and go on to their own success at the college level,
both academically and athletically.

Many of his children were rewarded

with scholarships to continue their education and this gave Lessor a great
sense of pride.
Overall, Lessor experienced a very positive forty plus years in education .
He was a positive influence on the many lives that he touched both in the
schools and in the community.
School.

He will always be synonymous with Lincoln

